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MARY McGRORY 


Gingrich’s Capital Ideas 


A second meeting within five days 
of the oddest couple in American 
politics convinced Washington 
skeptics that House Speaker Newt 
Gingrich is serious about rescuing the 
bankrupt capital city. Not so long ago, 
Gingrich would have recoiled in 
hard-right self-righteousness from the 
rogue mayor, and Marion Barry would 
have swaggered about statehood. But 
D.C. is officially insolvent now, and 
Gingrich feels the compulsion to prove 
that Republicans are not only competent 
but compassionate. 

They get along fine. 

The town around them is falling 
apart. The bureaucracy is enormous and 
insolent. The school system is as 
expensive as any, $9,600 per student, 
and the results are the poorest. The 
District is in the top five of any bad 
category — homicide, infant mortality, 
dropout rates. There is talk of a 
domestic Hong Kong, with no federal 
taxes and enterprise zones, 
administered by former HUD secretary 
Jack Kemp, who first brought the mayor 
and the speaker together. 

Gingrich came to The Washington 
Post in December and talked about 
making the District “an urban jewel.” 
Reporters and editors who had never 
heard a Republican talk that way 
thought it was the rambling of a man 
who had waited too long for his heart’s 
desire. 

But in his so-called inaugural speech 
on Jan. 4, Gingrich returned to the 
theme of inner-city children doomed for 
early death or prison and safe nowhere 
en route. 

Still, Gingrich, who raised liberal 
hackles with mention of orphanages, 
was dismissed as a savior of city 
children. Even when he met with Barry 
for the first time, he continued to 
inspire at the Clinton White House more 
talk about “all talk.” 

But on the 50th day of the revolution, 
Gingrich at his news briefing left no 
doubt that he is rushing in where 
President Clinton feared to tread, 
putting his party’s prestige behind his 
quixotic quest, borrowing experts from 
GOP governors around the country. If 
this was such an opportunity for 
reinventing a model city, how come 
Clinton, who is under such pressure to 
demonstrate some organizational pizazz, 
taking a hand? “A moral imperative,” 
says Kemp, who indicates a political 
imperative as well for the party of 
Lincoln. 

Gingrich gave his reasons in an 


interview just before the powwow with 
Barry: 

“Because of the level of pain absorbed 
by the children of the District, and the 
absence of hope for so many people of 
the District and the almost grotesque 
contrast between the power and the 
plight of the people living a mile away.” 

Gingrich thinks the crisis goes beyond 
the fiscal, to a crisis of systems that 
have coBapsed. He thinks that with him 
as speaker and, yes, Marion Barry as 
mayor, there is a “unique moment” in 
history to intervene. He believes that 
Barry’s message of redemption 
resonates in a community where so 
many have been in prison and have 
trouble with drugs. 

The trick wifi be to lure the middle 
class back to the city. The middle class 
will demand good public schools. The 
District’s are a wreck. Gingrich’s solution 
is controversial. He wants to institute 
Richard Nixon’s old notion of vouchers to 
parents who can send their children at 
public expense to private schools. It could 
destroy the public schools. 

“I don’t care about the public school 
system, I care about educating children,” 
he says. He wants to privatize public 
schools, a la Hartford and Baltimore, He 
thinks that legions of retired 
schoolteachers could be lured back Jo the 
District with the promise of smaU classes 
and safe schools. He wants a massive 
influx of volunteer tutors to the poorest 
districts, a “sincerely integrated 
effort — not aU whites visiting the poor/ 

Last Friday, Gingrich, without press, 
went to the Wilkinson School in 
Anacostia, where his scheduler. Hardy 
Lott, an ardent member of a Capitol Hill 
volunteer group, tutors and mentors. He 
gave the principal a check for 
$10,000 — it was leftover money from his 
swearing-in gala — to further his quirky 
program that pays children $2 for every 
book they read, “Learning by Earning.” 

He can play doctor to a sick city 
because unionized bureaucracies are not 
his allies, and he knows “it is hard for the 
left to make the changes to reverse 
radical decay.” 

In other words, it's easier for him to 
throw the dice in a great gamble than it is 
for Clinton, who has to win back white 
males. 

The White House has finaBy taken 
another look at Gingrich’s unexpected 
urban renewal project. 

“Maybe we looked at it too narrowly as 
a financial problem,” said a humbled 
White House staffer. 



